HELPS FOR READING CHINESE GENEALOGIES

(Note: While this paper is intended to assist those without Chinese language
skills to read Chinese genealogies, the suggestions included below are for those
who have at least a basic skill to recognize Chinese characters and distinguish
them one from another.)

In the history of the Chinese people, there are three important elements that are
significant. They are China's history, the local gazetteer, and a clan's genealogy.
Among these three elements, genealogy has the longest history and is the most
influential.

Clan or lineage genealogies constitute the major source material for Chinese
family historians and genealogists. Scholars have shown that clan genealogies
can be a valuable source for research into Chinese history. Since most
genealogies continue into the early or mid twentieth century, a researcher who
can connect into a lineage genealogy can often determine their pedigree quickly
and accurately back to the 1600s and, typically, much further.

The history of written Chinese genealogy goes back to at least the 11th century
B.C. Based on the content of the earliest written pedigrees, one can confidently
conclude that they were based on pre-existing oral pedigrees. Most extant
genealogies, however, were compiled during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) or
later.

Terms for Chinese Genealogies

Chinese genealogies are commonly referred to as:
% (jiapu) — family genealogy record
JWEEE (zapl) — clan genealogy record

SEitr (zGngpl) — general genealogy record

Other terms for Chinese genealogies include:

ik (fFangpu) A% (pulu) FiC (jiajr)
HEE (shipl) Hink (tongpl) %M (jiazhi)
& (zhTp) Lna (tongptl) st (haipl)
Iyt (fenpu) FERE (pudie) JitsE (diezhi)
A (puxi) Eﬁ% (yudie) LR (puzhi)

A (plzhuan) 53 (jiasheng) JaE (zazh)



Reading Titles of Genealogies
1. By clan name

Many titles of genealogies simply include the name of the clan.

Example:

T IRKEE (wang shi jia pl) - The Wang Clan Genealogy

+ (wang) — the surname Wang
IX (shi) — designates clan or surname
X (jiapu) - genealogy

2. By branch, location, or ancestor

The Chinese have a segmentary lineage system. This means that it has many
nested branches or segments that trace their roots back to an early common
ancestor. Each segment or group of segments may compile its own genealogy,
and finally there may be a genealogy that includes all of the segments.
Therefore, titles may include branch names, place names, or ancestor names
that identify the segment or group.

A. Example by branch name:

KR 5 IR FRRE (tai yuan tang wén shi zu pl) — The Taiyuan Branch, Wen
Clan Genealogy

KJE & — The Taiyuan Branch

i (wén) — the surname Wen

IX (shi) — designates clan or surname
JWEE (zGpU) — genealogy

Terminology for lineage branch or segment:

55 (tanghao) — lineage branch or segment
Jk (pai) — lineage branch or segment



B. Example by location:

i B L A E IR SEEE (fa jian ning dé jiu dd gli cin wang shi zong
pl) -- The Fujian (Province) Ningde (City) Jiudugui Village Wang Clan
Genealogy

&4 (fujian) — Fujian (Province)

#f (ningdé) — Ningde (City)

JUERE A (jiudagui can) — Jiudugui Village
+ (wang) — the surname Wang

IX (shi) — designates clan or surname
£ (zOongpul) — genealogy

Terminology for locations:

H (I — village

kI (cain) — village-hamlet
4% (xiang) — village-rural
] (10) — village of 25 families
3 (chéng) - municipality
17 (shi) - city

& (yl) — a city or county
I (bu) — city-port

[% (qu) — district

Hb (di) - region

JiF (fU) - prefecture

H& (xian) — county

4 (shéng) - province
(guo) - country

C. Example by ancestor name:

LA K EE (xie déng bén zU jia pu) — The Xuedeng Originating
Ancestor Genealogy

2% (xUe déng) — Lin Xuedeng, an ancestor of a branch of the Lin
family that settled in the Xinhui area of
Guangdong Province

A4H (bén zU) — originating ancestor

X (jia pu) - genealogy



Terminology for ancestors:

H (zU) - ancestor

4 (shi) — the beginning

1& (qgian) — to move

%t (shou xing) — to receive a surname

There are three key ancestors in genealogies:

ZWEUB4HE (shou xing shi zt) - the ancestor who received the
surname (usually during the Zhou dynasty, 1046-222 B.C.)

54H (shi zu) - the first ancestor (who founded the lineage most
often during the Tang, A.D. 618-907 or Song, 960-1279, dynasties)

5381 (shi gian zu) and the first migrant ancestor (who founded the
lineage which compiled the genealogy most often from the Ming
dynasty, 1368-1644, onward).



Reading Genealogy Narrative Sections

Genealogy collections generally include a brief history of the origin of the family
and the dispersion pattern of some of the branches. Contents may also feature
explanations of surname origin, biographies on progenitor ancestors, notations of
outstanding ancestors, family rules and obligations regarding customs and rites,
exhortations for righteous living, poems for generational names, and many other
topics.

These sections are the most difficult for those having limited Chinese language
capability. Most often, assistance will be required from one proficient not only in
reading Chinese vernacular but classical Chinese texts as well. Nonetheless, for
a novice Chinese reader a familiarity of the complexities of Chinese names in
genealogical records could be useful in gleaning useful information from these
sections.

Chinese name order

A complete Chinese name can consist of two or three characters. The first
character is the family or clan name known as the surname name in
English while the personal name may contain a middle and last character.
Notice that the surname location is the reverse order to English practice,
e.g. B (Mao Zédong), where & (Mao) was his surname and %
(zédong) was his given name. Sometimes, a complete name can consist
of only two characters, e.g. (7% (Chén Yu) where the surname is [
(Chén) and the given name is # (YU). Single character surnames are the
most common, like #5 (Yang) and J& (Zhou), but there are also a small
number of two character surnames, like #f5 (Ouyang) and = 5 (STma).

Generation Names

After the family or clan name known as a surname in English comes the
middle name or family hierarchy name, also called the Generation Name.
Men belonging to the same generation within a clan will share a common
name, which can be positioned either in the middle or at the end. This
name serves as a classifier to the hierarchical ranking for the generations
as specified in the clan's Generation Poem (7 #5# — zi béi cf), and is
referred to as the Generation Name (7 — bei zi).

Multiple/Alternate Names

A person may have more than one name, especially depending on life he
or she is in. Genealogical records may use just one of these names but
may also specify a number of names for an individual. Types of names
include:


http://houseofchinn.com/GenerationNames.html

/N4 (xido ming) — birth/infant name, given at birth. Also referred to
as #.% (rt ming) — milk name.

% (ming) — official name, used during youth, given roughly at 3
months. Also referred to as K44 (da ming).

- (21) - school name, style name, or courtesy name, given at age
20 during a Coming of Age Ceremony (Ji&F4& — chéng nian ).
Also referred to as &4 (bido ming).

5% (hao) — assumed name, literary name, or pseudonym, may be
created by an individual himself or may be given to him by others,
conferred when one becomes established in life. Can also refer to
the #%5% (shi hao) - posthumous name given to rulers, nobleman, or

eminent officials, or the 5% (miao hao) - temple name, given
posthumously for inclusion in the clan temple.

# (hui) — taboo name, given to a deceased emperor or head of
family
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This selection is taken from a i@ (Wén) clan genealogy. Note that
in Chinese genealogies, the surname is not repeated in names
throughout the record. In this narrative, it begins by referring to the
progenitor by his taboo name, ## - #j (Jing); his school name, = -
Ji#2 (Zhoumu); and his assumed name, 5% - % (Wénning).



Reading Genealogy Pedigree Charts and Genealogical Tables

Chinese genealogies generally include:

A list of male ancestors’ names according to generation order
The birth year, death year, or burial year of the ancestor, if known
= The maiden surname of the spouse, if known

The number and names of the male descendants of each couple, if known

Line Pedigree Chart and Genealogical Table

This information may be presented in various formats. Pedigree charts are
often presented in a tree-like structure, a simple line chart with generations of
male ancestor’'s names cascading downwards from a single progenitor.
(Note: The pedigree information in Chinese genealogies is a paternal
system, i.e., names of daughters are not included. When daughters marry,
they are considered a part of their husband’s family.) In this format, the
maiden surname of the wife or wives/concubines is listed adjacent to the male
ancestor’'s name. A separate genealogical table with lists of the birth and
death years, and burial dates and locations may follow. The genealogical

table may also include education, official rank, and achievements of the male
ancestors.

Example of a tree-structured pedigree chart:
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Example of a genealogical table:
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Descendant List Pedigree Format

Another oft-used pedigree format is a descendant list, beginning with the
name of a progenitor ancestor on the right and succeeding generations of
listed laterally to the left. A variation of this is for the progenitor’s first-born
son and subsequent first-borne grandsons to be listed vertically
downwards on the right, while the brothers of the first-born are listed
laterally on the left. In this sort of format, data regarding the birth and
death years, and burial dates and locations may be listed adjacent to the
ancestors’ names.

Example of descendant list pedigree format
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Chinese numerals:

Pedigree charts and genealogical tables often use Chinese
numerals to number generations and sons. Chinese numerals are
also used in dates. While common Chinese numbers are most
often used, occasionally shorthand forms may be used. Another
system of more complex characters, known as financial or “anti-
fraud” numerals, can also be found in use in genealogical records.
The table below represents various Chinese numerals that one may

encounter:

Normal or Other Financial Pinyin Value
—or it = y1 one
—or=t = er two
= or = 2 san three
Iy = s four
H lin wa five
e ok lit Six
+ ks qr seven
I\ 1 ba eight
i 7 jia nine
E ¥4 shi ten
+— hE shi yT eleven

- ST shi er twelve
+= s shi san thirteen
—+ or F%ie er shi or nian twenty
or ada= ;Tr shi yT or nian twenty-one
— b= ort— AR ‘ne:‘;nhéfr or twenty-two
=+ or j 248 san shi or sa thirty
H 1H bai hundred
T fF qgian thousand

Terminology for pedigree charts:

—1:#H (y7 shi zU) — the first generation ancestor, more often
referred to as 454H (shi zl)

—{HAH (ér shi zU) — second generation ancestors



— 14 (san shi zl) — third generation ancestors
DU tH4H (si shi zt) — fourth generation ancestors

v (gong) — following a name, a respectful term of address for an
elderly man, e.g., 58 A — the revered Mr. Zhang

% (wéng) - following a name, a respectful term of address for an
elderly man or father, e.g., il A — the revered Mr. Zhou

it (bi) — a formal term for one’s deceased mother, used to
designate a spouse

B% (qu) — to take as wife
i (péi) — joined in marriage, used to designate a spouse

IX (shi) — when following a spouse’s surname, a term equivalent to
the French word “nee”, meaning “surname at birth”.

£ (shéng) -- birth

#¢ (zhong) — end, the end of life

% (mo) — to die

2% (z0) — to die

"> (shéng ya) — born on (date)

#J72 (zhdng ya) — died on (date)

%% (mu) — a grave

ZJA (mu ya) — buried on (date) or buried at (place)
EL{E (mU zai) — buried at

£ (shéng) — begat, when followed by ¥ (zi) — son, or multiple sons,
e.g., .t —two sons, —=F — three sons, etc.

T (zhang zi) — the eldest son
X¥ (ci i) — the second son
— ¥ (san zi) — the third son

V-¥ (si zi) — the fourth son



Example of reading a tree structured pedigree chart:

1. F.tt:4H — Fifth generation ancestor
PLA# - Yijiao (ancestor's name) % — respectful term
K K — Mi, surname at birth (spouse of Yijiao)

2. sNitt#H — Sixth generation ancestor
K — Wanqiu (ancestor’'s name)
KK = Mi, surname at birth (spouse of Wangqiu)

3. L4l — Seventh generation ancestors
#£%4 — Tingbao (ancestor's name, elder brother)
#L[K — Liang, surname at birth (spouse of Tingbao)
#E38 — Tingjie (ancestor's name, younger brother)
[ — Zeng, surname at birth (spouse of Tingjie



Example of reading a descendant list pedigree
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1. =il — Third generation ancestor
7% (taboo name) — i Xing (ancestor’'s name)
¥ (style name) — 4 Youde
5% (literary name) — Z2#» Taisong
1% (xi) — relationship: %242 &F — oldest son of revered Mr.
Zhongfu

2. =it — Third generation spouses
EIX - Wang, surname at birth (spouse of Youde)
25K - Mai, surname at birth (spouse of Youde)
#H IX - Zhong, surname at birth (spouse of Youde)
4 —-F — Begat two sons

3. [ — Eldest (son) #4f - Laifu
X — Second (son) B\ — Laifeng



Reading Chinese Calendar Dates

Before the start of the Republic of China era in 1911, dates in Chinese
genealogies were expressed using the traditional Chinese calendar system. The
official name of the Chinese calendar is 2 J& (ndng Ii) — the rural calendar. The
calendar uses the Chinese sexagenary cycle (7511t H — liu shi hua jia), also
known as the Stems-and-Branches (32 — gan zhi), a cycle of sixty terms used
for recording years. The sixty different terms consist of two characters, the first
representing a term from a cycle of ten known as the Heavenly Stems (kT —
tian gan) and the second from a cycle of twelve known as the Earthly Branches (
37 — di zht). The Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches are listed in the table
below:

Heavenly Stems Pinyin Earthly Branches Pinyin
FH jia ¥ zi
Z yi H chou
4] bing B yin
T ding o mao
5% wu J= chén
= Ji =! Si
P géng F wi
S Xin IS wei
T rén FH shén
3 gut [i] you

154 X
Z hai

The chart below, entitled “The 60 Year Cyclical Calendar” represents thirteen
cycles of the Chinese calendar, for the period 1204-1983. The sixty terms
consisting of the two-character stem-branch combinations are listed on the left
and the corresponding years, thirteen years for each term are listed to the right.

Because the terms of the Chinese calendar repeat every sixty years, the
particular years are distinguished usually by the 77 5% (di hao) — the imperial title
of the reigning emperor, or the 5% (nian hao) — the reign title, a designation for
the years the emperor was on the throne. The “Nien-Hao Era Date Chart”
included below list the imperial titles and and reign years for the Ming and Qing
Dynasties.

Occasionally, the name of the dynasty is included to distinguish the year. A chart
listing the Chinese dynasties is also provided below.

Chinese birth and death dates sometimes include the hour. A chart listing the
Chinese terms for hour is also provided below.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celestial_stem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earthly_Branches
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CHINESE

jiaz

yi chéu
bing yin
ding mio
wu chén
jisi

géng wi
XN wéi
rén shén
gul ydu
jidxd

yi hai
bing 21
ding chéu
wu yin
jTmao
géng chén
xIn si
rén wil
gul weéi
jid shén
yT ydu
bing x0
ding hai
wu 2T
jTchéu
géng yin
XIn mao
rén chén
gul si
JIERT

yl wei
bing shén
ding ydu
wuUl X0
jThai
géng zi
XTn chéu
rén yin
gul méo
jid chén
yi sl

bing wi
ding wei
wu shén
T ydu
géng xa
xIn hai
rén zi

gul chdu
jid yin

yI mao
bing chén
ding si
wu wi
Twei
géng shén
xn ydu
rén xi
gul hai

THE 60 YEAR CYCLICAL CALENDAR

YEARS IN THE CYCLE, AD.

1444
1445
1446
1447
1448
1449
1450
1451
1452
1453
1454
1455
1456
1457
1458
1459
1460
1461
1462
1463
1464
1465
1466
1467
1468
1469
1470
1471
1472
1473
1474
1475
1476
1477
1478
1479

1504
1505
1506
1507
1508
1509
1510
1511
1512
1513
1514
1515
1516
1517
1518
1519
1520
1521
1522
1523
1524
1525
1526
1527
1528
1529
1530
1531
1532
1533
1534
1535
1536
1537
1538
1539
1540
1541
1542
1543
1544
1545
1546
1547
1548
1549
1550
1551
1552
1553
1554
1555
1556
1557
1558
1559
1560
1561
1562
1563

1564
1565
1566
1567
1568
1569
1570
1571
1572
1573
1574
1575
1576
1577
1578
1579
1580
1581
1582
1583
1584
1585
1586
1587
1588
1589
1590
1581
1592
1593
1594
1595
1596
1597
1598
1599

1624
1625
1626
1627
1628
1629

1684
1685
1686
1687
1688
1689



NIAN-HAO ERA DATE CHART

1 iR Fi B—F ENSEN | EEER
Dynasty Approx. Western Year
or Emperor or Empress The First Yea of Reign Years (A.D.)
Kingdon of Reign
A# 1aizu HME Hong wi 31 1368
B HuiDi #B3C Jian Weén 4 1399
RE# Chéng zu1 K% Yong Lo 22 1403
{—5% RénZong B Hong X 1 1425
B XuanZong E# XuanDé 10 1426
B Ying Zong IE#E Zhéng Tong 14 1436
= DaiZong BE Jing Tai 1450
HR Ying Zong FIMR Tian Shun 8 1457
Mﬁg B Xian Zong RE{E Chéng Hua 23 1465
&R Xiao Zong gAi& Hong zhi 18 1488
HS Wi Zong IF#8 ZhengDé 16 1506
R Shi Zong B Jia ling 45 1522
#B5 MuzZong R Long Qing 6 1567
fI5R Shén Zong ERE wanl 47 1573
¥R Guang Z6ng #;ME Tai Chang 1 1620
B XiZong XEBY Tian Qi 7 1621
B sizong A Chong zhén 16 1628
78 shiza & shun zhi 18 1644
BE# shengzu BRER Kang Xi 61 1662
f#52 shizong ®EIE Yong Zhéng 13 1723
M5 GaoZong ¥ZPE Qian Long 60 1736
| {=5 Rén Zong EW Jiaang 25 1796
Qing  |3rs2 Weén zong 8% Dio Guang 30 1821
B XuanZong M Xian Feng 11 1851
B MuZong & Tong zhi 13 1862
s Dé Zong & Guang Xu 34 1875
EERMER Ai Xin Jué Lud B Xuan Tong 3 1909
hERE 1912
Republic of

China




Chinese Dynasties

ca. 1600-1050 BC & (Shang) Dynasty

F A (Spring and Autumn Period)
770-ca. 475 BC

HE [ A (Warring States Period)

ca. 475-221 BC

220-589 AD NREEY (Six Dynasties) Period
= [# (Three Kingdoms) 220-265 AD
% (Jin Dynasty) 265-420 AD
FtEH (Period of the Northern and Southern
Dynasties) 386-589 AD

618-906 AD

& (Tang) Dynasty

960-1279 & (Song) Dynasty
JtZR (Northern Song) 960-1127
MR (Southern Song) 1127-1279

1368-1644 i (Ming) Dynasty

1912-1949 rh3#E R Republic Period



Chinese Hours

In ancient times, in order to tell the time, the Chinese 24-hour day was
divided into twelve equal 2-hour periods called F¥f (shi). Each double hour
was given the name of one of the 12 earthly branches.

Earthly

Branches I Hours
¥ zi 11:00 PM - 1:00 AM
H chéu 1:00 — 3:00
B yin 3:00 — 5:00
yp ma&o 5:00 — 7:00
J& chén 7:00 — 9:00
E si 9:00 - 11:00
4 wu 11:00 AM — 1:00 PM
N Wei 1:00 — 3:00
FH shén 3:00 - 5:00
] you 5:00 - 7:00
54 XU 7:00 — 9:00
Z hai 9:00 — 11:00

Other terminology for Chinese calendar dates:

E (nian) - year

H (yué) - month

& (run yué) — an intercalary (leap) month in the Chinese calendar
H(n) - day

#] (chad) — in the early part of...used before the earlier days of the
month

K¢ (shi) — hour



Example of reading a Chinese calendar date:
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Name: #£#E (Darang) - (gong) — the revered Darang

Introductory phrase: [z (yang ming) refers to lifespan

Event: £ (shéng yu) — born on...

Dynasty: K& (da qing) — The great Qing Dynasty

Reign title: #¥zF% (gién 16ng)

Year: .k (ji wéi) - 1740 (This year mostly corresponds with 1739,
but this date falls at the end of C.& and extends into early 1740.)
Month: + —H (shi ér yué) — twelfth month

Day: 1 —H (nian ér ri) — the twenty second day (1 = 20)

Hour: & (xd shi) — 7:00-9:00 PM



TS/ B = I AN = I R b}

Event: #JA (zhong yu) — died on...

Year: %) (wlu chén) — 1808 (Determining this year took some
extrapolation because the imperial title or reign title is not
mentioned. If the death occurred during the reign title of ¥ [% (qgian
I6ng), this person would have died in 1748, at the age of 8, which is
not logical for a person who was married and begat two children.
The year 1808, during the reign title of 3 & (jia qing) for the year of
death makes much more logical sense. The next possibility would
be the year 1868, which would mean the person lived until the
unlikely age of 128.)

Month: -+ H (shi yue) — tenth month

Day: -+ /\H (shi ba ri) — the eighteenth day

Hour: -7} (zi shi) — 11:00 PM - 1:00 AM

The revered Mr. Darang’s dates of birth and death converted to the
Western calendar are as follows:

Born: 20 January (not 22 December) 1740
Died: 5 December (not 18 October) 1808

Please note the months and the days of the Chinese calendar differ
from that of the Western calendar. The months of the Chinese
calendar are lunar months, beginning on the new moon and ending
the day before the next new moon. The number of charts needed
to convert the Chinese months and days to Western months and
days corresponding to the number of years represented in “The 60
Year Cyclical Calendar” chart would fill many of volumes of books.
The Academia Sinica in Taiwan has posted on the Internet an
automated Chinese-to-Western calendar converter tool that covers
2,000 years: http://sinocal.sinica.edu.tw. The dates above were
converted using this tool.



http://sinocal.sinica.edu.tw/

